A comparative study of the relative effects of anticonvulsant drugs and dietary folate on the red cell folate status of patients with epilepsy.
In a survey of the red cell folate status of 200 patients with epilepsy, compared to 72 controls, we found that median red cell folate levels were reduced significantly in patients treated with phenytoin (p less than 0.01) or carbamazepine (p less than 0.001) alone. Patients taking more than one drug had reduced levels also (p less than 0.001), but in patients treated with sodium valproate alone there was no significant decrease in red cell folate levels compared to controls. Twenty-two per cent of patients in the group taking more than one drug had reduced levels of red cell folate compared with 17 per cent of those taking carbamazepine alone, 13 per cent of those taking phenytoin only, and 9 per cent of those taking sodium valproate only. Dietary folate intake was significantly reduced in all the patient groups compared with controls (p less than 0.001 for the carbamazepine and phenytoin groups, p less than 0.01 for the polypharmacy and sodium valproate groups); a significant correlation between red cell folate levels and dietary folate was not established. Significant negative relationships were established between carbamazepine dose (r = -0.35, p less than 0.01) or serum level (r = -0.27, p less than 0.05) and red cell folate level in patients on one drug only. The correlation between dose or serum level of phenytoin and red cell folate level was also negative but did not reach significance. Our findings show that all anticonvulsant drugs interfere with folate metabolism.(ABSTRACT TRUNCATED AT 250 WORDS)